
Charles M. Vest
If you were the recently retired president of one of the �nest institutes 
for science and technology on the planet, with a stellar record 
of major achievement in national science and technology policy, 
education, growth, and development, would you kick back, relax and 
go �shing? Charles M.Vest, President Emeritus of the Massachusetts 
Institute of Technology, admits that he has visited his weekend house 
in New Hampshire about twice during the past year. The remaining 
time has been spent vigorously championing forward-looking globally 
minded national science and technology policy and addressing the 
need for improved standards across the educational spectrum. 

Dr. Vest accepted Chair Jim Simons� 
invitation to join the Board of Math for 
America because of his admiration for 
Jim�s leadership: �He is a world class 
mathematician deeply concerned with and 
involved in K-12 mathematics education and 
ways to improve it. He is a man of action, with 
the ability to marshal the human and �scal 
resources to make something big happen. 
And he shares my impatience with those who 
claim that nothing can be done about the low 
standards of math and science education in 
America today. We are a �can do,� not a �can�t 
do� society. I also found the Math for America 
concept�starting something locally and 
doing it well�very appealing.�

Chuck Vest cites three developments 
that have fostered a favorable climate for Math for America initiatives. The 
�rst, Tom Friedman�s book, The World is Flat: A Brief History of the Twenty-�rst 
Century, appeared at just the right moment. �Timing is everything,� he noted, 
and this book shifted public attention to globalization and the role of science 
and technology. It �plowed the ground,� indicating that the time was right to 
initiate serious action to prepare America for technological challenge. A second 
major impetus was the 2003 launch of the National Innovation Initiative by 
the Council on Competitiveness. This was a serious expression, from leaders 
in industry, academia, government, and the non-pro�t sector, of the need to 
set goals and plan for innovation and economic growth. The Council�s report, 
written in 2004, provided a comprehensive analysis of a changing innovation 
ecosystem, and, among other things, grouped recommendations under three 
major action platforms: talent, investment, and infrastructure. The third major 
factor cited by Vest is Rising Above the Gathering Storm, a recent publication from 
the National Academies that calls for, among many other things, a national 
program that would retrain the current teacher corps, while attracting 10,000 
new math and science teachers into the profession every year. 

Vest cited the con�uence of these elements as a catalyst to a �level of political 
will and a great momentum that I have never before seen in my career,� and 
he cited the president�s remarks in the State of the Union address which 
highlighted the need for math and science teachers as a basis for high-wage 
jobs. �Math for America can serve as a spark plug, signaling a moment in time 
to get something done.�

Such a stimulus is still needed because the concerns impelling these initiatives 
are not shared by the general public. Although business and political leaders 
agree on the need to improve math and science education in America�s 
schools, parents and students don�t share this view. According to a Public 
Agenda report, Reality Check 2006, cited by Dr. Vest, most parents appear 
complacent about their children�s math and science programs and conclude 
that their children�s education in these areas is stronger than their own. When 
questioned, parents may agree that there are problems in some schools, but 
hold that their children�s are �ne. This �highly bipartisan, broadly distributed 
public complacency� in the face of high alarm in the business and academic 
communities about math and technology education is problematic. �It is my 
personal opinion,� Vest continued, �that there need to be many efforts to raise 
awareness and develop political will at all levels, and that Math for America 
needs to be a part of that chorus. We need to make clear the urgent need for 
what we are doing as well as showing that it works.�

Vest was born in Morgantown, West Virginia in 1941. Despite a mathematician 
father, he did not like math as a child. However, as arithmetic lessons evolved to 
geometry, then algebra, his interest was aroused. �It was not natural to me, and 
enjoyment came later.� Vest earned a B.S. in mechanical engineering from West 
Virginia University in 1963, and an M.S.E. and Ph.D. from the University of 
Michigan. In 1968, just one year after earning his doctoral degree, he joined the 
Michigan engineering faculty. Over the next 22 years, he held positions there 
ranging from Professor to Dean to Provost (and often more than one at a time). 
His research interests included engineering applications of lasers and coherent 
optics. From 1990 until 2004 he served as �fteenth president of MIT. Among  
the many outstanding features of his presidency were an emphasis on enhancing 
undergraduate education, and a push to rebuild public understanding and 
support for education and research. He is the author of many papers, the winner 
of prizes and awards, including the Centennial Medallion from the American 
Society of Engineering Education, the National Academy of Engineering�s 
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Arthur M. Bueche Award, and election to the National Academy of Engineering. 
He holds eight honorary degrees, including one from Harvard, and is a national 
�gure in science policy and politics.

Of great concern to Chuck Vest is the Reality Check 2006 �nding that students 
polled do not look forward to careers in science. By the time he was a teenager, 
the excitement of science had swept him up. He recalled a Life magazine article 
about John von Neumann and also the broad national concern and excitement 
about science and engineering in response to the launch of Sputnik. �It was out 
there,� and science had an allure that was integrated into the popular culture 
and touched even teenagers. Things are more complicated today. Computers 
have lost their extraordinary novelty and are accepted as a routine part of daily 
life. It may be this very success that makes science less appealing to today�s young 
people. �They are not as anti-technology today as they were in the nineteen 
seventies, but there is a �push back� against rationality that seems to be global, 
and that is scary.� Vest cited surveys that quoted young people as declining to go 
into science because they �would rather do something to make the world better.� 
This attitude is the science establishment�s own fault. �We must show that 
science and technology are essential if not dominant components� in solving 
some of the world�s greatest problems.

Still, Vest remains optimistic. He supports national legislation that would 
implement the goals set forth in the National Academies� report and in the 
recently introduced bill to establish a Math and Science Teaching Corps 
(MSTC). However, he points out, this will be enacted into law only if an 
informed electorate understands its importance. �Like MfA, MSTC concentrates 
on improving teaching. I am a �rm believer in the essential role of teachers. 
The public needs to understand what the business and academic communities 
already realize, that to compete in a globalized economy and to maintain our 
standard of living, America needs a well educated, technologically sophisticated 
workforce. Math for America, in focusing on a model teaching program, is 
participating in the political process that molds support for legislation, by 
creating a successful and replicable example.� 

Dr. Vest �nds that President Emeritus status does not automatically confer much 
in the way of free time. He sits on several other Boards of Directors, and his 
commitments take him far a�eld. The Vests travel together (�my wife Rebecca 
was a very active partner in my MIT presidency�) and were in England, China, 
Japan, and Singapore last summer and fall. This spring they will be in Finland, 
Lebanon, and Switzerland. They have two children, both married, and three 
grandchildren. An ideal vacation would be �surrounded by our entire family, at 
our place on Lake Winnepesaukee. I keep waiting to sit in front of the �replace, 
contemplate the amazing experiences I had as president of MIT, and perhaps 
write a book. But so far, I haven�t even managed to be by the �replace, let alone 
think or write.�

the tasks of our everyday lives to 
the commercial transactions of the 
world�s global economy, and it is 
therefore imperative that we enable 
our students to understand and apply 
the concepts of math. I congratulate 
each of the Newton Fellows and the 
Newton Master Teachers and thank 
them all for the work they are doing 
for our City�s public school children.�

Shelly Weinig, Chair of the MfA 
Screening and Selection Committee, 
and Irwin Kra, MfA Executive Director, 
then individually recognized each 

Fellow and Master Teacher. Everyone  
in the Corps received an MfA pin, and 
Dr. Kra reminded them what it meant:  
�As a result of our programs, the success 
of our Fellows and other national 
efforts, future cadres of individuals will 
be encouraged to become teachers of 
mathematics, enriching their lives and 
those of their students.� He concluded,  
�a great deal is being said and written 
about the dire condition of math 
education in our country, but Math  
for America is focused on turning 
words into action.�

Induction Ceremony (continued from page 1)
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The School of the Future on East 
22nd Street in New York City was an 
appropriate venue for the 2005 Math 
for America Newton Corps Induction 
Ceremony last September 14th. 
Fifty-seven individuals were honored, 
including 2004 and 2005 Newton 
Fellows and Newton Master Teachers.

Catherine DeLaura, Principal of School 
of the Future, welcomed the audience, 
which included Newton Fellows, Master 
Teachers, MfA Board members, and 
guests, and introduced MfA founder 
and Chairman Jim Simons, who said, 

A lot can happen in two years. 
Even the best mathematical 
modelers on Math for 

America�s Board didn�t predict that 
MfA would accomplish so much so 
quickly towards turning its New York 
City pilot program into a national 
initiative. The Newton Fellowship is 
a pilot program from which to draw 
support for a national program, 
and on February 7, 2006, just such 
a program was proposed when 
Senator Charles Schumer (D-NY) 
and Congressman Jim Saxton (R-NJ) 
introduced bipartisan legislation 
in the Senate and House to create 
a national fellowship program to 
recruit, train, and retain outstanding 
math and science teachers. 

The Math Science Teaching Corps 
(MSTC, pronounced �mystic�) 
targets aspiring and current 
teachers with a command of 
mathematical knowledge and will 
involve approximately 20% of our 
nation�s public secondary math and 
science teacher workforce. The key 
components of the program are 
nationwide mathematical knowledge 
testing for teachers, meaningful 
stipends, and development of an 
esprit de corps among the nation�s 
best mathematics and science 
teachers. Teachers in the Corps will 
lead a movement to advance student 
achievement in math and science.

Moving the idea of a national 
Newton-type program from concept 
to reality is the result of targeted 
lobbying at a time when policy 
makers are becoming increasingly 
concerned about our nation�s 
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With 50 Newton Fellows, Six Master 
Teachers, 112 applicants for the 2006 
cohort, and national legislation in 
the hopper, MfA staff members are 
logging ten hour days and weekends 
in the of�ce.

Board members Shelly Weinig 
and Howard Morgan co-chaired 
the Selection Committee for the 
2006 cohort of Newton Fellows 
and Newton Master Teachers. 
Along with their fellow Committee 
members, they were impressed by 
the quality of the applicants and 
are con�dent that the incoming 
class will be a terri�c addition to the 
Corps. In March, MfA�s Selection 
Committee interviewed 80 candidates 
and recommended 48 for Newton 
Fellowships, approximately eight 
of whom will be the �rst to attend 
MfA�s new Partner University, Bard 
College. Master Teacher applications 
were due on March 27. Interviews will 
take place in late April to �ll the ten 
available Master Teacher Fellowships.

The 2005 Master Teachers are 
sharing their expertise with each 
other and the Newton Fellows. 
Master Teachers lead informal, 
monthly seminars where they make 
presentations on mathematical 
topics, share interesting classroom 
lessons, or discuss curriculum 
development. Many Newton Fellows 
attend these seminars. 

The 2005 Newton Fellows are now 
student-teaching. MfA staff work 
closely with them as they seek full-
time positions to begin in Fall 2006. 
Support includes individual job 
counseling, rØsumØ and cover letter 
writing, and interview workshops. MfA 
conducts due diligence on schools 
under consideration to offer Fellows 
as much information as possible 
before they apply for positions.

Our 2004 Newton Fellows are doing 
remarkably well in their �rst year in 
the classroom. For more on them, 
see page 3.

Our Fellows have also garnered 
publicity for MfA. On February 
20, 2006, WABC/New York 
aired a segment about East Side 
Community High School teacher 
Giselle George. Earlier that month, 
the Associated Press ran a story 
featuring Valerie Vu, a Fellow who 
teaches at Park East High School.

At the beginning of 2006, MfA staff 
members Dawn Techow and Shawn 
RenØ Graham were promoted: 
Techow to Associate Director, 
and Graham to Newton Program 
Associate. Graham now coordinates 
the selection process as well as 
placement of �rst year Fellows. A 
new staff member, Allison Edwards, 
joined the team in early February  
as Administrative Assistant.

Chancellor of the New York City 
Department of Education Joel I. Klein 
with MfA founder and Chairman Jim 
Simons at the 2005 Newton Corps 
Induction Ceremony.

Newton Goes to Washington
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competitiveness. In early 2005, Alan 
Greenspan testi�ed before Congress 
that �Another critical long-run 
economic challenge facing the United 
States is the need to ensure that our 
workforce is equipped with the 
requisite skills to compete effectively 
in an environment of rapid 
technological progress and global 
competition... Technology and, more 
recently, competition from abroad 
have grown to a point at which 
demand for the least-skilled workers 
in the United States and other 
developed countries is diminishing� 
These workers will need to acquire 
the skills required to compete 
effectively for the new jobs that our 
economy will create.� Not long after 
this testimony, Tom Friedman�s 
bestselling The World is Flat brought 
the competitiveness crisis to the  
fore, describing how China and  
India are dedicated to educating  
their students in math and science 
while U.S. student achievement 
continues to decline.

The threat of declining educational 
performance to U.S. economic 
competitiveness and our national 
security has become one of the most 
important policy issues for 2006. 
In his January State of the Union 
address, President Bush stressed 
the importance of improving math 
education through better teacher 
preparation. He proposed to recruit 
tens of thousands of new teachers 
through an Adjunct Teacher Corps 
and to train current teachers to lead 
Advanced Placement courses in math 
and science. Also in January, Senator 
Lamar Alexander (R-TN) introduced 

legislation in the Senate (the PACE 
Act) based on recommendations to 
keep America competitive set forth by 
the National Academies that included 
as a �rst priority the goal to strengthen 
math and science education in grades 
K-12 by upgrading the mathematical 
knowledge of teachers. Similar 
legislation was introduced in the 
House by Congressman Bart Gordon 
(R-TN). In addition, House Democrats 
have published an Innovation Agenda 
which calls for a highly quali�ed 
math and science teacher in every 
classroom, and Senator Edward 
Kennedy (D-MA) introduced a bill that 
includes provisions to improve math 
and science teaching.

The MSTC Act is thus competing for 
support and attention among the 
many proposals to improve math 
education. To date, the bill has three 
co-sponsors in the House, Hinojosa  
(D-TX), Jackson-Lee (D-TX), and 
McNulty (D-NY), and is expected to be 
supported by both national teachers� 
unions: the National Education 
Association (NEA) and the American 
Federation of Teachers (AFT). MfA 
staff and board members are working 
with our lobbyists and others to garner 
additional co-sponsors in the House 
and Senate. We are also interviewing 
candidates for a new staff position, 
Director of Communications and 
Public Affairs, who will be responsible 
for building awareness of MSTC and 
differentiating our program from 
others in this crowded �eld. 

Additional information on the MSTC 
Act and MfA�s national advocacy 
efforts can be found on our website. 

�What we are seeing today�one group 
starting to teach, and another much 
larger group entering the process in 
order to be ready to teach in September 
2006�is just the beginning. Private 
funds have an important role today, but 
we can only provide seed money. There 
is no doubt that a national, federally-
sponsored program to attract, train, and 
retain mathematically talented individuals 
is needed if our country is to maintain its 
lead in technology and the sciences.�

2005 Master Teacher Heidi Reich spoke 
on behalf of her �ve colleagues, each 
of whom receives a $50,000 award from 
MfA paid out over four years. The larger 
group of Newton Fellows, 12 from the 
2004 class and 39 from the 2005 class, was 
represented by 2005 Fellow Mark Russo. 
Russo praised the program, and expressed 
both his and his colleagues� gratitude 
for both the $90,000 stipends, paid out 
over �ve years, and the full tuition for the 
master�s degree program, which enabled 
them to pursue careers in teaching.

The evening�s keynote speaker,  
Joel I. Klein, Chancellor of the New 
York City Department of Education, 
praised the MfA initiative: �This is a 
public-private partnership that can 
really help our students learn and 
appreciate math by allowing us to 
use pay incentives to attract high-
quality math teachers. We need to 
expand this tool so that all of our 
children can bene�t, especially in 
a subject like math where we have 
a shortage of teachers. Math is a 
subject that affects everything from 

(continued on page 4)
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